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L 7  -~ Development of Linguistic Comprehension and
',‘Production in LoWer—Classzlack Children-
Judy Gay and Ryan D. Tweney DR

v : " Bowllng ‘Green State Unlvers1ty

A number'of studies have reported that 1ower-class,B1eck"
children do more poorly on language related tasks than do middle-
class children (Berelter & Engelmann, 1966, Blank & éolomon,
1969 Doyle, 1972; Osser, Wang, & zaid, 1969“ Southern & Plant,
1971; Stern & Gupta, 1970). One explanatlon of the finding, the
“dlfference hypothesms," proposes that the speech behavior of

' 1ower-c1ass Black chlldren 1s a functlonal medium- of communlca—

 tion that differs grammatlcally from standard Engllsh. Descr1p~'

\tlve studies (Balley, 1965; Houston, 1969; Labov, Cohen, Roblns,'

&’Levis, 1968; Wol ram, 1969) confirm ‘that there are predlct&ble
'grammatlcal and p nologacal regularltles in Black Engllsh.
‘Nevertheless, no evmdence for the functlonal 51gn1f1cance of

the difference exists. The few experlnental studles that have
been done seem to indicate that two different dialects exist

(Baratz, 1969a: Hell & Freedle, 1973; Marwit, Marwit,‘& Boswell,
. 1972 Nurss. & Day, 1971; Seitz, 1975; etc.) |

In particular, Nurss and Day (1971) tested Black 1ower-clasc

and White upper- and 1ower—c1ass children us1ng the Fraser,

Bellugi, and Brown (1963) test of imitation, productlon,and com-
prehension of grammatlcal contrasts. Nurss and Day. found Slgnl— é

ficantly lower 1m1tatlon, production, and. comprehensmon of standard




English in lowerhclass children of both races. When the imitaﬁion -
and production taaks were rescored by scorlng Black English fea-
tures as correct, as well as standard, English grammatical features,
‘whowever, the scores of the Black chlldren increased glgnlflcantly
6n the imitation and productlon tasks and the scores of the lower- ’
class White children increased significantly on thejproduction
tasﬁ;: Even W1th rescoring, however, there remained significant
differenacs.ln performance—between upper— and 1ower—c1éss sub-
jects. The authors conc1uded that both a difference in dialects
and a developmental lag were responsible.
" However, the task were admlnlstered in a non-domlnant

linguistic system and rescored im a dominant system.. The lower-

class children were not gpored, then, on understanding of con-
trasts within their @rlncapal 1ingtistic system, but on under-
standing of contracts in an alternatafsystem. Further, the Nurss
and Day study is subject to a criticism Fernald (1972) hasvmade'
of all studies uging the Fraser et al. task. Since two picture
choices are generally given in the comprchension task, the child
has a 50% chance of being correct by guessing. Since no comparable
propbrtion exists for the imitation and production tasks, Fernald
contended that it is indpgpropriate to compare comprehension,
production, and imitation scores.

The present study attempted to assess the linguistic compe-~

tence of Black lower-class speakers within each of the two language




sYsté‘s. 'Béfatz (1969a) concluded that most Black chilarén are
not bl-dlalectal since her findings indicated 1nterfcrence between'
’1anguagc sys tems. It is likely, however, that while the dominant
‘Black English system may inﬁerfcre with the ability of Black
speakers to produce standard ﬁnglish forms, the standard form :
must be comprchended in.order to be recoded into the dominant
5ys;ém. Conaéquently, Black spcakers may be'bi-dialeCtal in.com—‘
prehen51on of Engllsh though not in ablllty to produce both dialects.
i A varlatlon of the Fraser et al. (1963) test of grammatical
contrasts was used to measure gomprehension and’production of
Black and standard Englisﬁ.‘ It was expected that comprehension
of Black English would. notlchange apnreciably from kindergarten
to sinth~grade, while comprehension of basic contrasts in etandard
English would increase with age. And it was expected that pro-
duction of Black- English would not change W1th age. _This hypo-
thesis is consistent w;th Labov's (1970) finding that ple—puberty
speakers have the most consistent language gystem. |

| " Method
Subjects _

Subjects were 72 Elack kindexgarten, third—,*and sixth-
graders in a predominantly Black community in Toledo, Ohio. Over
90% of the children who attend the school are Black. All children~

attendlng the school were considered lower~c1ass since 90%

the children's families were on ADC and 100% of the chlldren




attending the school were eligible for the Federal school lunch
program.' Twenty-four children from each grade level. served as
subjects.

Stimulus M2terials

-

N A variation of the Fraser et al. (1963) test of grammatical
contrasts was used.v Three categories were used to generate four
practice items: (affirmative/negative, change in noun, and pre-
positions. Elght categorles were used to generate 24 sentence:
pairs for the test itself (see Table l1). Sentence pairs were in

»

both Black and standard Engllsh. | | ‘.1 -

+

Categories 1 through 4 ("easy constructions") were chosen
because they exemplify major differences between standard and
Black English. Categories 5 through 8 were "hard constructions."

Tapes of the-comprehension stimuli were made by a white
feﬁgle speaker using standard English pronunciation. On the
first tape, three of the six sentence pairs from each category
were standard Englf%h constructions and the other three sentence
pairs were Blac? English constructlons. On the second tape, the
dlalects wore reversed such that standard English-sentences on

Tape 1 were in Black English on Tape 2 and vice versa. In effcct

then, there were semantic differcnces between the tapee? Tape,
order of sentence presentation, and order of task presehtation
(i.e., whether the comprehension task preceded or followed the

production task) were counterbalanced. y

.
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Procedure ¢

N

A_pilot study using Black Head Start children revealed that

- _spontaneous production~¢ould be induced by asking the child whether

two pictures were the "same" or "differcent." If the child replied

that fhey were differbpt, he'of she.was_asked to explain wﬁy.
This’brocedure was used for the kindergarten children in the
preseﬁt studf. Older childfep were merely shown the pictures

and asked to Jmake—up" a‘senténce to describe each picture. In

all but»one case, the éhild's utteranées provided scoreable data
for the productioﬁ task. The percentage of sentences with at

least one Black'English form was used'as the score. Bléck gram-
matical forms were scored using classification categories derived -
from Baratz (1969b, 1970) and Dillard (1972). |

-

For the comprehension task, subjects were shown a set of
. . R . - > /
four pictures randomly arranged in -a square array for each con-

-

irast. Since Fernald (1972) sLowed that tising only two pictures

lecads to a 509 chance of a subject guessing correctly, the present

task, which provides four pictures, should be more sensitive.
Each child heard a taped senteﬁce (the f§r5€ of a contrasting pair) .
and was reéuir@d to point to the picture that looked most like

the sentence. The second sentence of the pair was then played and

the child was reguired to do the same thing.

1

Results
Sesults

The results of the production tack, contrary to our expectations,
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showed that productlon of Black Bngllsh deercased significantly .
.!Aewith-age. The percentage of gentences contalnlng at least one
Blac?itngllsh form was 64.2 for klndergartenera, 37.1 for thmrd—:
gradere, and 26. 2 for 51xth—graders.. .
Means for all subject: on the comprehenglon task are glven
in Table 2. There were significant differences for Age, Dla%CCL,
Contrasts, and Difficulty (defined by easy vs. hard contrasts).
0verall, performance was better on Black Engllah than standard,
and better on ecasy contrasts than hard contraats. Older chlldren
did better than younger’ chllﬂren. | : ' '; “' A
d There were significant two-way 1nteract10ns for Age % Tapes,
Dialect x Tapes, and Contraots X Age. Essentlally, the 1nterac—
‘tlon wmth the tapes seemed o0 have rcsulted from semantlc dl£~-
ferences between the tapes, partlcularly for the klndergarten
chlldren.‘ The Age x Tapes interaction occurred because kinder-
gartencrs did better on Tape 1 while both third- and 51xth—gradersf
did'better on Tape 2. The Dialect x Tapes 1nteractlon resulted
because performance was ‘better in s*andard Engllsh on Tape 1 but
better in Black Englishbon Tape 2. ‘The Age x Contrast interaction

can be scen in Table 2.

Spearman rank order correlations were used to compare order
of difficulty of contrasts between Dialects across Age.. For
kindergartencrs, the correlation was .83 (p < .01), for third-

graders .86 (p < .01), and for s;yth—grader .90 (p < .01). The




corielation’between standard and Black English for all'ages com-

bined Was_.ss. “Thus, it seems tﬁat'the'order of difficulty of
both language systems is essentially the same within and across -
. agesy, T . | —_— .

(
| _ - |
There:were’significaﬁt three-way interactions for Dialect x ‘
Difficultg‘x Tapes and Dialec; x Contrasts x Tapes; and there-was
-a significant.fod;-Way interaction, Contrasts x Diélecé X Age' x
Tape.’AIt seems that tape differenceg can largely.be accounted -
for by the differeﬁces of contrast 6 (objects) in both.dialects

-and the differences of contrast 3 (is-are) in;standard.nnglisK; o

' Discussion

The‘hypothesiS'ﬁhat production of Black‘EnglisH)would not
change signifidantly with agz was contraaicted by the data. 'Pro?
duction of Black Englishjforms decreased signifiéantly from kinder-

Sgarten to dixth-grade. The finding suggests that, at ‘least in a .
schooi setting, oldér Black children have tﬂe ability to respond
vorally to a language task in standard English if they perceive
‘the situation to be one in which they should do so. This £inding
supports the concert of code—slidiné‘suggested by Skupas & Tweney
(1975) .

There were a number of complex interactions involved in the

gfesent study; but in general it seemed that, although children

~at each age level knew easy Black English contrasts better than’

standard English contrasts, the acquisition curves of easy contrasts
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in Black English and standard English were essentially the same.
,Thus,'it appears as though lower-c¢lass Black children start school
with a knowledge of basic_contrasts in both Black and standard
Englishl Over the next six grades, school exposure leads to more

cencrete understanding of the structures in both Black and stan-

dard English. )

Baratz's contention that there is intérference between 1an-

guage systems is not ruled out by the present findings. - It may
~ be that preschool exposure to bdth language systems prevents
lower-class children from haVing as concrete an understanding of

G
either system as might be po sible if just one system were in-

volved._ The present atudy ‘was not designed to test such a pos- ‘

- Sibility. It does not seem to,e the case, however, that the
well~documented problems encountered by lower-class Black children
on language related tasks stem from the fact that both systems

are not understood. -Such problems are more 1ike1y to r-sult

from the fact that both systems are not used.

The data indicated that some contrasts were understood better
in Black English than in standard English. Children did better -
in Black Enélish on three out of the four easy contrasts -- sin-
gular/plural, is/are, and future tense. Children tended to do
better in standard Engiish, however, -on the present/past category.
Although the interaction was not significant in- this study, the

trend parallels that found by Marwit, Marwit, and Boswell (1972) .

» 10 - 9
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They rgpoited that lower-class Black subjects did not supply Black

EngliSh forms in the present tense category on a Berko-type task.
The consistency of this finding may indidate that, at lgast within
the geographlcal regions studied, Black English ﬁay be a dyn;mic
language system which is 1ncorporat1nq more standard Engllsh
forms. If so, the geographical honogeneity of Black English nmay
not be ai\grcét as suggested by Dlllard (1972) for example.

One interesting problem stcms from the many interactions that
occurredNbetwcen Tapes and other factors. In particular, the
interaction between Dlalect and Tapes 1nd1catcd that even though

the differences between contraut were algnlflcant, gome of the

sentences were easier than others regardless of whether they were

L - A . .
~presented in standard or Black English. The problem ceems to

have resulted from semantic differences betwecen Tape 1 and Tape 2,
whiéh in turn produced the observed higher order interactions.

For example, subjects did bettef on Tapewx2 oh the Black English
coﬁtrast, "rThe fishes is swimming ;n the cold water"/“@he fish'is

swimming in the -cold water" than on the corresponding standard

'English contrast on Tape l. However, subjects did better on Tape 1

on the standard anlmﬁh contraut, "The sheep are jumping over-.a
high fence"/"”hc sheep is jumping over a high fence" than on the

corresponding Black English contrast on Tape 2. The contrasts

are both from the same category, yet differences in comprehension

occurred. Though the sYntaxlof the sentences in the present study
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was controlled, the scmantic content was not controlled (nor has
it béen controlled in other studies of Black English). The se-
mantic differences between stimuli seem to be especially'critical
fq; youﬁger children. 1In the preéegt*study, the difference in

. scores between tapes was 9.5 for kindergarteners, while for third-
graders the difference was 4.2 and for sixth-graders the differ-
ence was only 1.0. This difference was the largest in the study
and éuggests‘the possibiiity that semantic factors may be extremely
powerful determinants of, the langﬁage behavior of young Black
children. The idea is consiskent with current rcqearéh in the
development of lénguage (Brown, 1973), which suggests that semantic
facters play a large role early in the ianéuage acquisitionAproi
cess.

The tape interactions suggest that any conclusions drawn

from the study mgst be qgalified. It does seem éha% the present
results are ap?licable for oldcs children. The older the child,

the less likely that he or she will be affected by opeeifie se-=

mantie factors. Conseq;ently, in the present study, ;esults for
the older cehildren were relatively unaffocted by the tape inter-
actions. The results for the young ehildren, hewever, are cven
more important. They point to the relevange of semantie faetors
in the speech behavior of young Black children and indicate that
this should be an essential qn§ fruitful tepie for future rescarch

LY

in Black English.
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pevelopment of Linguisﬁic‘Cohprehension and

fréduction in Lower-Class Black Children

Judy.Gay and Ryan D.Tﬁweney" o v
_ Bowling Greer State University .
| Table 1. '

Fl

Sample Stimulus Items Used in Comprehension Tagk

Examplé in Example in

Type'of.cOnt:aSt - -:Black BEnglish - - i Standard Bnglish
_ v_ Practice ltems G /. '
;AtfitmatiVe/Negative The boy eat/ The boy = The boy is eating/. L
e . . ' - don't eat S " The boy is not eating
Change in noun YA : | ' The“gir1 have a'dog/'f “Theugirl,has a aog/'
— - : . Th ir]l ha: _ . The irl has a cat
>'Prépositions ' The cat in the wagon/ ' The cat is in'theiv
‘ - The cat outside the wagon/ The cat is
wagon : outside of the wagon

N ©= A AL o N ekt ke

e gsd

R

T Pest Items

'Vi. Present/Past | ' The?ﬁig ball be rolling The”big,balliis rolliﬁg_
o , - . down the hill/'The big down the hill/ The big
ball done roll down the ball rolled down the

v

. hill hill
2. Singular/Plural : T . , L
. (Marked by inflections) ~ - The girl, she close.the The girl closes the
E . : door with a push/ The door with a push/ The
. ~ girls, they closes the girls close the door’
’ door with a push . - with a push ’

3. Singular/Plural f S
(Marked by is and are) The sheep is jumping The sheep is jumping
_ - over a high fence/ The over a high fence/ The
sheeps is jumping over ' sheep are jumping over

a high fence a high fence
X P Fﬁture/?resent | He'gonnabbe pickihg upf Hé will be picking up
S ) a pop bottle/ He picking a pop bottle/ He is
up a pop bottle picking up a pop bettle
5. Suﬁjedt/Objecﬁ . o .- ' ' -
(Passive voice) The dog get chase by The dog is chased by
: the cat/ The cat get - - the cat/ The cat is
chase by the dog . chased by the dog

- -




6.

'8 .

‘Indirect object/

Direct object

Complex sentences

Ask/Tell

-

The girl do pull the
wagon to the boat/ The
girl do pull the boat
to the wagon

" The boy that got boxes

falling/ The boy that
don't got no boxes
falling ’

The man ask the boy

" what to wear/ The-

man tell the boy what
to wear

/
The girl;d@es»pulli
the wagon to the boat/
The girl does pull the
boat to the wagon

is falling/ The bBoy.
who doesn't have boxes
is falling

The man asks the boy
what €o wear/ The man
-tells the ‘boy what to
wear . :

The bovaho'has bpxes

s
M

o
it

s




Comprehension and Production

22.. A

Mean Number of Correct Response on
The Comprehcnsion Task (Maximum‘= 6)

Black English

_Contrasts _ - _Age

o ' ' Kindergartcn,, Thixd " -Sixth = Mean

1. Singular/Plural | o v -
(Inflections) ' .3.88 5.33 5.79 5.00

2, Singular/PIural , 5 . ' o
{Is/Bxe) : e 3 B2 i 2 - 5,54 4,93

3. Present/Past _  ° 3.46 5.33 4.39

4. Puture/Present - . . = 4.58  5.62 5.16

5. Sﬁbjecﬁ/objecﬁ < : ' ,
(Passive) ¢ 7 3,33 4 , 5.46

_Indirect object/ y ' a
 Direct'object .. 3,547 | | . 4.88 4.28

. Complex sentences 4.12% . - 5.92 . 5.24
Ask/Tell <o 2,438 4.88 3.43

— ¥ean - 3.6 ~5.43 1.62

a4

- .“@r'.standard English

1. Singular/Plural e
(Inflections) R " ;?rZS

<<

2. Singular/Plural

. (Is/Axe) a

AX

3. -Present/Past‘ o N : 4.00a-




Comprehension and Production

23
’ «
4. Future/Present 4.04 5.25 5.38 4.89
5. Subject/Object . s ' o :
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8. Ask/Tell 2.1 3,75 4,83 3.60
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